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Meet the Presenters
#2: They won’t work in my class
#3: I’m no expert
#1: It’s not real reading
Myths of graphic novels in school
“It’s Not Real Reading”
Research & Definitions
Myth #1
First, Let’s Get One Thing Straight...
There is no such thing as “real reading”:
● Everyone has a different “definition”.
● Based on own implicit biases which are influenced by our own reading and 
educational history.
● Need to focus on the skills being used to read and not what is being read. 
We must stop feeling threatened by new ways of reading; they do not diminish 
the quality of our own individual educational experiences. 
“But They’re Just comics, 
right?”
Comics are a Vast Information Sharing Medium: 
Language* Sequential Art
“Juxtaposed pictorial and other images in deliberate sequence, intended to convey information 
and/or to produce an aesthetic response from the viewer” (McCloud, 1993, p. 9).
Medium Comics
A medium of narrative storytelling/information sharing which uses sequential art.
Format
Comic Books
Magazine style, individual 
issues of content in the 
comic medium.
Graphic Novels
Bound volumes of content 
in the comic medium.  
Sometimes made up of 
multiple comic books.  
Sometimes an entire work 
Web Comics
Comic narratives 
published online. 
Comic Strips
Short, 1-4 panel comic 
narratives
* Cohn, Neil. (2013). Visual language of comics: Introduction to the structure and cognition of sequential images. New Delhi: Bloomsbury.
Graphic Novels are a Format, not a Genre  
Literary Adaptations
Contemporary Realistic 
Fiction
Slice of LifeAnthology Nonfiction
Romance Fantasy Memoir
And More…
Informational
Cookbooks
Historical Fiction
Fairy tales/Fables/Legends
Science Fiction
Humor
Mystery
Horror
Travelogue
Teachers use books which include
Scrapbooks
Letters PodcastsPowerPoints Screenplays
Poetry DrawingsBriefing Reports
Why not 
Graphic Novels
?
“Fine, but pictures are 
still cheating.”
2018 study comparing reading levels 
of popular YA materials.
• Light Novels consistently 
received higher reading levels 
than other formats despite their 
lack of quality and complexity.
• Graphic Novels ranked lowest 
due to shorter sentence length 
and less text.
(Melilli & Green, 2018)
A Word on Reading Level Metrics
Reading Level Metrics ≠ Complexity of Reading Images
Words with Images Can Serve Different purposes
Easy/Early Readers vs. Picture Books
Capucilli, A., & Wachter, J. (2019). My first day of school. New York: Simon Spotlight. Gonzales, M., & Amini, M. (2017). Yo soy Muslim : A father's letter to his daughter. New York: Salaam Reads.
To be Graphic Novel Literate, Readers 
must Acquire a large skill set
Reading Literacy Visual Literacy Comic Literacy
● Character development
● Comprehension
● Grammar & syntax
● Plot
● Sentence structure
● Setting
● Text & subtext
● Themes
● Vocabulary development
● Elements of art
○ color, line, shape, 
space, texture, 
● Principles of design
○ balance, contrast, 
rhythm, movement
● Interpretation
● Observation
● Visual symbolism
● Captions
● Cultural “dialects”
● Emanata/kei yu*
● Gutter transitions
● Panels & sequence
● Speech balloons
● Text or image based sound 
effects/on yu*
●  Typography
Inference Skills
* (Nakazawa, 2005)
Comic Fluency is not an inherent skill
Developed with Age Developed with Experience
Eye Movement ✘ ✘
Text Comprehension ✘ ✘
Sequencing Skills ✘ ✘
Inference Skills ✘ ✘
Comic Literacy ?? ✘
Young children and adults without comic reading experience struggle to understand them.
(Nakazawa, 2005)
“I still don’t get what 
you’re talking about.  
Pictures are pictures, 
right?”
Let’s look at some examples
Scott McCloud’s 
Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art
● Published in 1993
● A graphic novel about comics.
● Includes research into the history of the medium 
● Theories related to the reader’s experience 
with deciphering comic texts. 
● Foundational text for later research related to the 
comic medium.
Not all of his theories have held up over time, but he 
 to discuss the comic 
medium and the comic reader experience. 
Subject to Subject 
Transition
The two subjects of this scene are 
never seen together in the same 
panel or in the same environment, 
yet we can infer that they are 
powerfully linked. 
I am Alfonso Jones
By:Tony Medina, Stacey 
Robinson, & John Jennings
Genre: Contemporary realistic Fiction
Scene to Scene Transition
The second panel represents a 
different place in time and space.  
Additionally, we must infer that this 
is in Anne’s imagination. 
Anne Frank’s Diary: 
The Graphic Adaptation
By:Ari Folman, Anne Frank, & David Polonsky
Genre: memoir & Literary Adaptation
Aspect to Aspect 
Transition
Despite not seeing the characters in 
any of the panels, we can infer that 
they have gone off to bed and are 
sleeping. 
My Brother’s Husband, vol. 1
By:Gengoroh Tagame & Anne Ishii
Genre: Contemporary realistic Fiction
Perception of Time
Panels do not have to 
represent a single moment 
in time. Here we must use 
visual literacy skills to 
interpret the span of an 
entire party in one panel. 
Fetch: How a Bad Dog 
Brought Me Home
By:Nicole J. Georges
Genre: Memoir
Perception of Place
Two scenes are happening 
simultaneously with the dialogue 
belonging to characters in a 
another place. 
Waiting For Spring, vol. 10
By:Anashin
Genre: Contemporary realistic Fiction
Cultural Fluency 
Read from right to left, 
but also requires Japanese 
comic literacy skills to 
understand the content. 
The Royal Tutor, vol. 1
By:Higasa Akai
Genre: Historical Fiction?
Worldbuilding:
● Race issues: Arcanic vs. Humans
● Race issues: water vs. land Arcanics
● Nekomancers can enslave souls
● Nekomancers look like cats: The more tails, the more powerful.
Character building
● Kippa
● Ren
● “Miss”
How many conversations happened on one page?  
How were we able to experience this many conversations without becoming 
confused?
Bonus: What image do you have in your head? Is it of the entire deck of the 
ship even though you never saw it in its entirety?
How much can you learn 
from a single page?
Liu, M., Takeda, S., Wooton, R., & Smith, J. (2017). Monstress. 
Volume two, The blood. Portland, OR: Image Comics.
Worldbuilding:
● Race issues: Arcanic vs. Humans
● Race issues: water vs. land Arcanics
● Nekomancers can enslave souls
● Nekomancers look like cats: The more tails, the 
more powerful.
Character building
● Kippa
● Ren
● “Miss”
How many conversations happened on one page?  
How were we able to experience this many 
conversations without becoming confused?
Complex yet efficient 
communication medium
on Teaching with Graphic Novels
“I also love reading Watchmen with students because at first so 
many students seem to think it's going to be a breeze, but then 
they're smacked with the sheer complexity and brutality of the 
story. They seem to not expect it to be as thought-provoking and 
challenging as it is. I enjoy those moments when a particular work 
of art upends their own expectations regarding what they 
thought that medium was capable of.”
-Marco Rodarte
Wheeler Upper School English teacher
“It won’t work in my 
classroom”
Benefits & Examples
Myth #2
“Fine. Graphic Novels are 
complex, but how does this 
apply to my teaching?”
The research says...
Students who read graphic novels in educational settings exhibit:
•  over traditional prose texts (Cook, 2017; 
Wong et al., 2017).
•  to read assigned graphic novel texts over traditional 
prose texts (Hughes et al., 2011; Schmidt, 2011).
• (Brugar et al., 2018).
• /resources related to the 
subject/s addressed in the graphic novel (Wong et al., 2017).
In their words...
“I felt like it added a deeper level of understanding for 
me. It drew me in with more interest and I was more 
engaged in reading the book, it helped me in class 
because I am more of a visual learner. I prefer reading 
graphic novels over regular novels.” 
-Emeline, grade 12, 
in an interview about her Junior English class.
“But my students are 
different...”
Undiscovered Readers 
Undiscovered Readers = “Reluctant Readers” or  “Struggling Readers”
• Places the responsibility on the educator.
• Not a permanent label.
• Does not rely on “real reading” 
• Makes space for student reading choice
Undiscovered Readers 
Graphic Novels offer Undiscovered Readers:
• Less intimidating  yet complex reading experiences.
• Opportunities to build reading confidence and endurance.
• Community building; levels the “reading” field.
(In addition to the universal benefits of increasing comprehension, motivation, 
content area literacy, and curiosity.) 
In their 
words...
“The thing that facilitates the humor is Brosh’s drawings. 
She depicts herself as a simple shape, almost fish-like. The 
facial expressions Brosh creates are so accurate the the 
story that it’s hilarious….On another relatable note, if you 
really hate reading, this book is the one for you and you 
won’t be able to put it down.”
-Allison, on Hyperbole and a Half
“I’m not a reader, … [but] I found myself reading ahead of 
the homework assignments.”
-Emeline, on Hyperbole and a Half
English Language Learners 
Graphic Novels offer English Language Learners:
• Less intimidating  yet complex reading experiences.
• Opportunities to build reading confidence and endurance.
• Community building; levels the “reading” field..
• Provides visual context for vocabulary building. 
• Cultural exploration of both their home and US culture
(In addition to the universal benefits of increasing comprehension, motivation, 
content area literacy, and curiosity.) 
In their 
Words... “I was excited to pick a book that I could enjoy and understand for the assignment. Her 
[Gulledge’s] pictures told me what I needed to 
know and I understood what Paige was feeling. 
The pictures were so detailed.”
-Rosa, 12 grade transitioning ENL student 
for independent reading /speed dating book project
Students with Disabilities 
Graphic Novels offer students with disabilities:
• Less intimidating yet complex reading experiences.
• Opportunities to build reading confidence and endurance.
• Community building; levels the “reading” field.
• An easier translation experience from American Sign Language to written text.*
• Can ease story inference based on Facial Expressions & Emotional nuances
• Can aid in improvement of socialization skills
(In addition to the universal benefits of increasing comprehension, motivation, content 
area literacy, and curiosity.) 
*(Smetana et al., 2009)
In their 
words... “It helps me read more and 
concentrate on reading good 
because I don’t read normal 
books.”
-Angelo, student with disability 
in a 15:1:1 classroom during interview 
In their 
words... “It was interesting, I liked it, I 
have no strong opinions. ... it 
was good for students who 
learn differently… and good for 
visual learners.” 
-Sam, a neurodivergent student, and regular comics reader
 in an interview about his Junior English class.
Students Who Need Mirrors
Graphic Novels offer many marginalized students:
• Visual representation (not textual) throughout the entire book.
• No close reading required for visual identities.
• Representation in complex and compelling stories without justification or 
explanation.
Note: Invisible identities are also represented but have to rely on additional art 
and storytelling techniques. 
(In addition to the universal benefits of increasing comprehension, motivation, 
content area literacy, and curiosity.) 
Example: Identity 
Photographic 
In their 
words... “Where are the characters that 
look like me? ”
-question from Jamere, black and neurodiverse from Free 
Comic Book Day panel at Albany High School
“This is a lot of theory and 
research… What does it 
actually look like to use 
graphic novels with students?”
Use Like Any Book
Writing Style
Literary Criticism Exploration of Themes
Topic Scaffolding
Author visits
Diversity Workshops
English Electives
Faculty Book Clubs
Summer Reading
World History
Graphic Novels used in OUR school classrooms
Watchmen, 
Alan Moore
Hyberbole and a Half, 
Allie Brosh
Monster, 
Guy A Sims
Ms. Marvel, 
G Willow Wilson
On a Sunbeam, 
Tillie Walden
My Friend Dahmer, 
Derf Bakderf
Good Talk, 
Mira Jacob
Take It As A Compliment, 
Maria Stopian
Example #1: Hyperbole and a Half
• Memoir, English elective for grades 11 & 12
• 1 semester course
• Key focus: Expose students to the genre of 
memoir and consider how to create writing about 
oneself that appeals to a larger audience  
Example #1: Classwork includes
• Self portrait drawings ala 
Lynda Barry done from 
beginning of the course
• Analysis of Brosh’s visual style 
and facial expressions
• Book-tasting of other graphic 
memoirs
Hyperbole & a Half in their words
For the Learner
“[Brosh’s] crude drawings are 
a testament to how effective 
her illustrations can be. 
They’re emotionally 
expressive and humorous all 
in one panel.” 
-excerpt of LC’s critical review
For the Teacher
“[Brosch’s book] really engages 
their emotional thinking as well 
as their critical thinking and 
brings them closer to her 
experiences because of the 
visual elements.”
Annie Funnell, English teacher
Example #2: The Murder of 
Abraham Lincoln
Forensic Science: 11th/12th grade elective 
• Step 1: Book tasting / choose title from all 
genres and formats
• Step 2: Read text and do two response journals 
and one interview with classroom teacher
• Step 3: Book Dating Profile, Book Speed Dating   
Example #2 
Important focal points
• Choice
• Differentiated formats and 
genres 
• Curricular connections to 
outside reading material   
Example #2: 
in their own words
“Excuse me, miss, but this ain’t English 
class.”
- Isaac, 11th grader at Albany High School
Forensic Science class
Example #3: Watchmen
• Weird Worlds English elective for grades 11 & 12
• 1 semester course
• Science fiction, fantasy, & horror novels
• Key focus: Use the books & stories of alternate 
worlds to push students to reconsider their own 
cultures & societies as well as their roles in them.  
Watchmen 
big Project
(1 ½ weeks)
Group 1. Timeline/Plot/Summary of The Black Freighter(TBF) 
Create a factual account of what happens in this comic.: Be straightforward about the 
comic’s details and events. As clearly as you can, paraphrase what the mariner says in 
his narration.
Group 2. Identify and explain key ideas, themes, conflicts in 
The Black Freighter. 
What is TBF thematically and conceptually about? What major questions, issues, and 
problems does the story raise? 
Group 3. Intersections between WATCHMEN and TBF. 
Work together to begin articulating why TBF is interspersed throughout WATCHMEN 
as a parallel narrative.  How do the ‘fiction’ of TBF and the ‘real world’ of WATCHMEN 
resonate and correspond with each other? How do WATCHMEN and TBF deal with the 
same concerns, the same issues? Be specific.
Watchmen in the Classroom
For the Learner
“it became a touchstone for the 
course, like, its general thesis, 
and because the book had so 
many layers it made it easier to 
see the connections to the 
other texts”
-Robbie, grade 12
For the Teacher
“[It] actually seems to re-ignite 
interest in reading ... almost 
precisely because they feel 
they're ‘not reading a typical 
English class book.’”
-Marco Rodarte, 
English teacher
Example #4: Photographic: The Life of 
Graciela Iturbide 
Reading with classes in mind (in 
addition to students and 
teachers)
Example #4 
Important focal points
• Identity 
• Subject matter 
• Content 
Example #4: in their 
own words:
“This is going to be so impactful. Art 
has always been about helping me 
through tough times just like 
Iturbide’s story. Students will see 
that too and inspire them in their 
work.”
- Diana J., Photography teacher
“I’m not an expert”
Advocacy & Practice
Myth #3
“Why would people listen 
to me when I don’t know 
about this myself?”
Bring in
• Guest speakers
• Local artists
• Comic Book events
• Comic Book vendors
• Content teachers
• Local indie comic stores
•
Be an Expert Advocate
Be an Expert Advocate
Highlight
• Anime Club 
• Serve as advisor 
• Free Comic Book Day
• First Saturday in May
• Local ComicCons
• Public Library Comic events
“Isn’t it enough to just 
know Maus and American 
Born Chinese?”
Look at the range of curricular options 
Current Events LiteratureDrug Abuse NatureCoding
And 
More…
US HistorySpace World HistoryPhilosophy
Alicia’s Current Top Picks
1. Maker Comics: Bake 
like a Pro! 
2. Pilu of the Woods 
3. Laura Dean Keeps 
Breaking Up With Me
4. Bloom 
5. Olympians 
There is no Perfect Pick for classrooms
Kate’s Current Top Picks
1. Belonging
2. Silver Spoon
3. Photographic: The Life 
of Graciela Iturbide
4. They Called Us Enemy
5. Ms. Marvel v. 8, Mecca
Amanda’s Current Top Picks
1. This Place: 150 Years 
Retold
2. I Am Alfonso Jones
3. Anne Frank's Diary: the 
graphic adaptation
4. Brazen: Rebel Ladies who 
Rocked the World
5. Pashmina
(Bonus recommendation for undergrads: 
Coyotes)
Best way to develop your own 
comic fluency and expertise is to 
READ!
Graphic Novel Challenge:
• Make it a goal to read at least 
25 graphic novels in the next 
six months
Become an 
Expert Reader
Beginners Recommendation
Step 1: Define your expertise
Build your own comic fluency 
 What age levels do you enjoy 
reading?
 What genres do you enjoy?
Advanced Recommendation
Find books for class/library
 What age/grade level are your 
students?
 What are the needs of your library 
users? Students and Teachers.
  What’s the purpose?
Step 2: Select Your Graphic Novel 
Discovery Sources
Apprentice: 
Take our word for it
(few times a year)
Practioner:
Listen to the Conversation
(monthly)
Ace:
Evaluate for Yourself
(weekly)
YALSA’s Great Graphic Novels for 
Teens
School Library Journal & Other 
Review Sources Netgalley
Eisner Awards No Flying No Tights Edelweiss 
Comic Book Legal Defense Fund Diamond Previews
Diamond Bookshelf Publisher newsletters
Beginner Recommendation
Step 3: Build Your To-Read List 
and READ!
It’s about what YOU enjoy: 
Select titles that appeal to you based on 
your preferred age level and genres.
Advanced Recommendation
It’s about what THEY enjoy:
Select titles based on the needs of your 
library users. 
Don’t like a 
book?
Is it just no 
good at all?
Is it good, just not 
your thing?
Push 
through it!
Put it 
down!
Don’t like 
a book?
Save it for when 
you’re more fluent!
Put it down and try 
another one!
Step 4: Use your Expertise
Separate what you love from what will 
work for
 Curriculum needs
Classroom libraries 
Library materials
 Bibliotherapeutic needs
Put Graphic Novels in your library collection
Where do you see this resource working in 
your library/classroom?
Summer read
All school read
Classroom assignment
Free reading
Bibliotherapeutic read
“What will I tell my 
Colleagues?”
Graphic Novels can be a VALID & COMPLEX learning tool:
• Developmentally Appropriate: Just because a student can read the text 
and see the images, doesn’t mean they can fully comprehend it.  
• Fluency: Graphic novels require multiple fluencies in order to comprehend 
them (reading literacy, visual literacy, & comic literacy). 
• Know your community: There is no perfect graphic novel for every 
classroom, but there are a lot to choose from.
• Practice makes perfect: Start your graphic novel reading adventure today!
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For more information
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AliciaAbdul@gmail.com
katecovintree@wheelerschool.org
amanda.melilli@unlv.edu
Resources
Slides at https://bit.ly/2Qydoxr 
Handout at https://bit.ly/2NNt4Lc 
